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What a Lovely Day' 


It was a mild, quite lovely day. Not too hot, not too bright. I was sitting at my desk, working, what 
passed as Venetian blinds lowered, the remains of my third coffee beside me, and I’d been doing so 
for hours. I decided I needed a break, and that I’d go for some groceries in the nearby supermarket. 
The tiny apartment was situated on the ground floor of one of numerous identical low-cost, low- 
efficiency buildings in the area, and stepping out and then down a short flight of stairs and through 
the door I’d be outside, and walking to the left there’d be a square lined with trees, a playground at 
its centre, and right beyond that the supermarket. A two-minute slow walk, and I’d see all this when 
leaving the building. And so I did, I grabbed my shopping bag, slipped into my shoes and went out. 
The moment I stepped out and onto the sidewalk the sirens went off. 

Because of the war Putin had unleashed on Ukraine, because of what an escalation beyond its 
borders could mean, I’d kept myself informed about the test alert schedules. I was certain no such 


1 The line is shamelessly borrowed from Mad Max: Fury Road, 2015, written by George Miller, Brendan McCarthy 
and Nico Lathouris, directed by George Miller, for which it served as a tag-line on some of the movie posters; in the 
movie it is spoken by the character Nux, played by Nicholas Hoult. 


test had been announced. So my first reaction might have been interesting in itself: I doubted 
myself. I wanted to make sure that my soul wasn’t dying inside me for nothing. 

There was a passerby, a young chap walking from my right to the left, same direction I’d planned to 
take, hands in his pockets. 

‘Is this a test?’ 

I’ll never forget his response. He briefly glanced at me, never stopped, and shrugged. And went 
ahead on his way. 

As my eyes followed him, the air swinging with the up- and down-wailing sound of the sirens, I 
could look past him at the square. Plenty of people out. Quite a lovely day. People sitting on the 
benches, people walking their dogs, people walking by themselves, people standing in pairs or little 
groups, chatting. Still now. Presumably chatting with a little more strain because of, you know, the 
noise. 

Nobody reacted. Nobody. 

All this took mere seconds before I’d turned back inside. In the apartment I speed-called up the 
local site informing about siren tests. 

No test was scheduled for the day. 

What do you do in such a situation? 


I had thought about it, of course. In later days ever since Putin had taken the most active steps 
towards making his mad dream come true, the second invasion of Ukraine, beginning with the 
massive built-up his regime had alleged to be military exercises to the last minute, beginning with 
that I had thought about what to do if. 

Run into the basement? 

The basement was an inverted T of three corridors lined with the locked storing rooms for items 
designated for rotting, a staircase at the end of the middle corridor leading to the backyard, and an 
extra, completely empty concrete room only containing the electricity meter and a window. Hardly 
a shelter. And with nothing in it. What edibles I had in the apartment were mostly fresh(ish), I had 
only very few durables, and only two bottles of water. 

Perhaps try and make for a public shelter? 

They’ve gone very much out of fashion, and why not. The closest in the area would have been the 
subway. But this subway was more of a tram occasionally speeding and wobbling through an 
underground, two succeeding flights of stairs and then one other, much shorter staircase down, no 
safety gate, any hit in the vicinity and everyone down there would be boiled no matter what. And 
even if not, what would all the people having this idea eat? Skittles from the vending machine? 
Back in the days when it mattered to more people Gwynne Dyer’s miniseries ‘War’ had been 
watched by millions, and in one episode he was discussing Moscow subway stations as fallout 
shelters. They are down much, much deeper, so are most stations in many former Warsaw pact 
cities, and they were thought of as options, if no actual shelter is in reach, make for the subway. And 
Dyer quoted a Soviet military official saying, ‘it’d be like walking into your own tomb.’ 

No, I had a much simpler, much more logical solution. 

If nuclear war breaks out, the arrival of warhead-spiked missiles preceded by sirens like those I was 
hearing — head to the airport. 

The airport was situated a couple of kilometres further east. Whether to reach or come close to it 
would depend on how much remaining time is granted. 

To go where? 

Not to go anywhere. The airport, or at least a closest possible proximity, would be the destination. 
Airports are important infrastructure. They are strategic targets. Feasibly more so than the city’s 
centre. Close or even at the airport chances would be higher that the incoming warhead would 
explode right above you. It’d be quick. Instant evaporation. I know a little too much about the 
effects of nuclear war, and the range of possible, terrible ways of dying a little farther out are only 
the half of it. In the eventuality of a thermonuclear world war I wouldn’t want to survive a second 
of it. 


It’s questionable whether I’d even make the start of such an attempt. Right then and there I simply 
froze. For the first time ever truly understanding that phrase. Stood in my room by the desk, now 
and then mechanically refreshing that site. I didn’t even hear the sirens winding down. Didn’t 
realize how they weren’t followed by the steady tone of all-clear. 

Fifteen minutes. Fifteen very long minutes. Before the disclaimer appeared on the site. 


‘Due to a malfunction...’ 

It was a brief, unapologetic message, ending with - 
‘the population is not in any danger.’ 

I disagree with that last part. 


I’d subsequentially scan the local news-outlets about the matter, for a couple of days, and nobody 
seemed to be bothered with offering an explanation. It might be that I missed some that did, but 
none of the major outlets seemed at all preoccupied with the incident. 


I managed to calm down after reading the message, though not immediately. And then I went 
shopping. Passed down towards the square, passing it, passing all those people, some of which I’d 
seen when first exiting the building, still chatting. I snatched up a few words here and there, none of 
them relating to what had just happened. If you expect a panic, the masses running and screaming a 
la ‘The Day After’, don’t be so sure.” 

In the supermarket I finally got the shakes. And badly. A couple asked me whether I was alright. I 
could only answer, ‘no. Are you?’ 

On my way back, then, I had to work hard. Had to work hard not to become the madman on the 
corner, yelling at everyone in earshot, ‘you fucking morons, what do you think those things are 
there for!?’ 

We don’t want to appear like the madman on the corner. 

There is a palpable part of me that sympathizes. Because, after all. What can you do? 


So. Bliss by ignorance? Not knowing, be it out of denial or ignorance, ensuring that you’ ll enjoy 
your life up to the very last moment? 

There’s also the possibility that all those people on the square and in the streets around might have 
had a source that I hadn’t, an app that had told them right away, and that it was in fact I who was the 
ignorant. Not entirely impossible, but it’d be rather strange that the one website dedicated to 
information on the topic and to keeping people updated would have been left out for some reason, 
and I decide that I hadn’t been more mistaken than the others. 

And the answer is No. 

If you follow it all the way down, past the much easier blame we can cast on the undeniably guilty 
parties higher up, it is still us who enable this situation with precisely the attitude as witnessed that 
day. This goes not only for the subject at hand. Right then those present had been facing the 
potential and imminent end of their lives, the potential and imminent end of their world. An 
imminent threat. If they don’t even react to that, how seriously do you think they’re really taking 
the comparably slower, but presently unfolding threat of this climate catastrophe? 


That day I couldn’t recall recent massive calls for nuclear disarmament, huge demonstrations to 
demand from our leaders to begin with the removal of those weapons from the face of our planet, 
and to enshrine effective guidelines ensuring that no one would ever build them again. I still can’t. 
Instead I recalled something else. 


2 The Day After, 1983, written by Edward Hume, directed by Nicholas Meyer 


I’m forever grateful to MSNBC’s Lawrence O’Donnell (and not for the first or last time). Unless 
something was really afoot I wasn’t always following local news as much as I should have, I was 
more interested in international news. When the beast of war was let out the cage for the assault on 
Ukraine that is still ongoing demonstrators across the globe, including in the very same country I 
was whiling in, demanded a no-fly zone. One of the recurring battle shouts exclaimed, ‘close the 
skies!’ It was a period of some of my most intense fears outside the fifteen plus minutes of faulty 
sirens. 

Mr. O’Donnell reminded at least the U.S. American public, as so far as they were watching, that the 
term ‘no-fly zone’ is a euphemism.’ In all its consequences it means ‘aerial combat zone’. This may 
even work, depending on the war situation, but in this one and at that point this aerial combat zone 
would have brought Russian and NATO pilots into confrontation. Among the quickest paths to 
nuclear Armageddon. 

It was one thing for the Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky to ask for such protection back 
then, he was shouting out from a burning apartment. If you as the neighbours, the neighbours in a 
global apartment building, think that the best way to help is to start a counter-fire inside the building 
you’ll inevitably end with the whole building burning to the ground. Including the apartment where 
the fire broke out. 

There are more than two ways. None of which are perfect, all of which will still mean a loss of life, 
except the one only the aggressor can choose, to pack up and leave. Ignorance and thoughtlessness 
should not be deemed an excuse when the worst of all options is being demanded. How would a 
thermonuclear world war help Ukraine? 


And it is not a possibility to risk. This doesn’t at all mean that the aggressor should in any way be 
appeased, that’d be a self-imposed death sentence. But in the light of the tendency of either/or- and 
black & white-thinking that is present in our days to a mind-boggling degree, quick solutions that 
may on their surface sound good are very quickly adopted and taken out into the streets as demands, 
with very little thinking involved, and any ever so cautious objection will be replied with a 
sounding But, if not worse. 

But. But a thermonuclear war isn’t something to risk. It’s something that needs to be absolutely 
avoided. 

The variation of ‘close the skies’, meanwhile, served as an illustration for my worst fears. The call 
invoked in me the image of the sky literally closing above us. I know a little more about the effects 
to be expected. 


One other aspect must also be noted with urgency, putting the case to rest: in the very same city in 
which I experienced the faulty siren alert there were such demonstrators at the beginning of the war 
who carried precisely this sign — naturally not reading ‘Aerial Combat Zone Now!’ but it’s 
euphemism. I have met some of them. And among those were some who’d later take part in another 
demonstration when many west of Ukraine had begun to tire of this war, without having received a 
single missile or drone. Some of the very same people who’d previously demanded a no-fly zone 
were now Calling for their government to stop feeding this war with arms delivered to Ukraine, and 
echoing Putin’s claim that NATO was responsible, that NATO was the bad guy. 

And these were people on the political Left. People who’d describe themselves as liberals and 
progressives. I clearly have different definitions of those two words. 

And one wants to shout back, make up your minds before you take them to the streets to demand. It 
is understandable that some people might be confused (though not always for entirely flattering 


3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bY8fQsKpoMM&ab_channel=MSNBC 
note, in the excerpt from the interview with Anthony Blinken at the end of the clip, how Blinken avoids even using 
the word ‘nuclear’, using his own euphemisms instead. Another clip worth watching in which Mr. O’Donnell 
explains the meaning and consequences for a so-called ‘no-fly zone’: 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z7L1wnEQKdM&ab_channel=MSNBC 


reasons). But when I am confused I pause. I stand back, I sit down, and I have a think. If I’m still 
confused I consult reliable sources, and more than one of them. Which is an art that is apparently 
going extinct as well. 


The answer here is of course quite simple. The confused does not know they’re confused. 

Where this is the result of personal conflicts concerning a specific war a sober mind is the more 
needed. 

But in the context of the threat of thermonuclear war there must be more to it than confusion. For 
how can anyone be confused about thermonuclear war? Right? 


MAD indeed 


Although the most in all our faces-incident already lay in a recent past and before my time, the 
world into which I was born and in which I was to grow into the capacity of forming own opinions, 
distinguishing, and voicing my grievances out in the streets along with others was one in which we 
were very aware of the danger, the danger of everything we saw and talked about ending very 
swiftly. The world of the by now decades old Cold War. And although the age was signified by 
multiple proxy wars, the one humanity was managing to avoid, even if only just so in some cases, 
was the war everybody was thinking about, the one potential war that made the Cold War what it 
was. And in this sense nuclear arsenals were always what loomed in the background. 

Perhaps one should rather designate it as a cold war, with a lot counting to our current geopolitical 
landscape displaying very similar and often identical trademarks, the major difference being that 
there are now more players, with the whole situation being made more complicated, as if it was in 
need, by still more players who’d very much like to play, and those that aren’t even nations. 

That back then it really was the Soviet Union and the U.S. for us might have been a good degree of 
blindness, there were, after all, already other nations possessing nuclear weapons, and with a little 
thinking or explaining things could have been foreseeable even to us kids. India having nukes 
would eventually be followed by their neighbouring arch-enemy Pakistan following suit. Perhaps it 
were the numbers of nukes existing in the respective countries, and the U.S. and Soviet Union being 
the two superpowers. Making the impression that it was basically between them for a long time 
inescapable. Missiles were being stationed in your country and neighbourhood, changing the status 
of this neighbourhood to one of target, and there was nothing you could do about it. 

There was conflict about this, too. Mutually Assured Destruction was meant, as it is now, to keep 
either side at bail. Berlin was not only a divided city, it was a surrounded city, West Berlin having 
been among the weirdest places in the world precisely because life went on in such an 
inconspicuous, ordinary manner. What’s to prevent the East German uniforms or the Soviets 
themselves to simply walk through the Brandenburg Gate? Some 27 000 nuclear weapons pointing 
from all over the world. 

You had to live your lives. The threat of thermonuclear annihilation is a date-killer, you’ll need to 
focus in your studies if you don’t want to end up living in the gutter, and the world is still full of 
wonders to discover. And it wasn’t happening. Yet another day, it it hadn’t happened. You simply 
get used to it. 


You get used to sleeping next to the mine, because it doesn’t go off day after day, even though it had 
almost gone off. More than once. The Cuban Missile Crisis* is often described as the most 
dangerous moment in our history. You might subscribe to it as the only most dangerous moment or 
not. It is certainly the one moment during which the world knew in what danger it was, from the 
moment Kennedy gave his address to the nation it was out, and as a moment it would still last for an 
excruciating amount of time, and the whole of it taking a fortnight meant there were those two full 


4  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cuban Missile Crisis 


weeks carrying the dangers within the danger, the possibility for mistake, miscalculation and 
misinterpretation. 

Kennedy himself identified those as the gravest menace in the situation. And everyone of the 
opinion now that Putin is barking but not biting beyond what he has already to chew on, that he is 
being belligerent for the sake of pose or that he is too smart not to know that a nuclear war with 
NATO can’t be won by anyone, himself included, well, there are answers to each of that, in the 
meantime what’s really going on in that head of his it might not be and probably isn’t the only 
aspect you should be scared about: 


Western military officials think they know how the Russian military chain of command is set up in 
relation to its nuclear arsenal, but they’!l be quick to add that their information is dated.° 

During the Cuba Missile Crisis the ultimate decision whether to respond to an attempt of invasion 
with strategic nuclear weapons, which were present and operational without the Americans knowing 
of them, was delegated to the commanding officer on Cuba, in other words Issa Pliyev, should 
communications be disrupted, and communications between Cuba and Moscow weren’t at all 
optimal throughout the crisis.° 


The confrontation between a single Russian and a single NATO soldier could be enough to force 
both sides into WWIII should one of them be killed. That would include pilots. 

A U2 spy plane gathering additional data over Cuba was shot down, the plane’s pilot, Major Rudolf 
Anderson, died. At the time the Americans did not know whether the decision to shoot him down 
had come from Moscow, or independently the Soviet military command in Cuba, or Castro, or a 
handful of hotspur Cubans. 


A number of times already in this war airborne weaponry have come down in territory other than 
Russian or Ukrainian or crossed into another country’s airspace, including NATO’s, with the 
respective country scrambling to establish whether it had been a Russian drone or missile or 
Ukraine defense, whether the violation had been accidental or deliberate. 

Another spy plane gathering data over the Arctic accidentally veered into Soviet airspace during the 
Cuba Crisis, at a point when tensions were at their highest, with the pilot seeing the reaction on and 
closer to the ground. When the news about this plane was brought to Kennedy the room went quiet. 
Everybody present understood that the Soviets could have interpreted the plane as a reconnaissance 
flight preceding a nuclear first strike. 


And then there’s of course Vasily Arkhipov.’ He was the Executive Officer on a B-59 submarine 
deployed to protect the ships sailing towards the quarantine line. Hiding from the U.S. warships the 
sub had lowered itself so deep they could no longer receive communication from home. Under the 
impression that the war had already started, both the ship’s captain and the political officer wanted 
to launch a nuclear torpedo. The authorization of all three was required. Arkhipov refused. The 
torpedo wasn’t launched. What makes this incident so particularly nerve-wracking is that normally, 
including on all the other submarines present then and there, only the captain’s and the political 
officer’s decision were required; but Arkhipov was also the brigade’s chief of staff. The reason why 
I’m alive to write this is down to a Soviet military bureaucracy issue coupled with a coincidence — 


5 Most reliable sources detailing Russian nuclear chain of command are dating back to the 1990s, with the more 
current analyses being frequently based on assumptions. A quick overview can be found on this page by the 
Federation of American Scientists: 
https://nuke. fas.org/guide/russia/c3i/ 

Make sure to also read Bruce Blair’s ‘The Plight of the Russian Military and Nuclear Control’ as linked to under 
Sources. 
6 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Issa_Pliyev 


7 — https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vasily_Arkhipov 


had Arkhipov not been on this submarine this torpedo would have been launched. Had he been 
instead onboard one of the other submarines. 


During such a confrontation communication between the two sides will always be limited, 
fragmented, never clear. Everything either side will be doing is a signal. Every signal can be 
misinterpreted. Every action can be misread. And what begins with a fully confident commander in 
chief, a mindset of determination, can quickly evolve into one of uncertainty, confusion and 
emotion, and it will be left to history to decide which of the two would have been better. At every 
point both sides will calculate about the other, and this will have started before a crisis, and the 
miscalculations can easily begin already there. 

Khrushchev had reportedly been surprised about the young American President’s firm reaction, 
albeit probably under the assumption that, should the Soviets and Castro have managed to ready all 
missiles stationed on Cuba clandestinely before the U.S. ever got wind of them, they would simply 
have to accept their presence. 

Likewise, Putin’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 had commenced after the annexation of 
Crimea and the ongoing Donbas assault had virtually gone unanswered as far as the international 
community was concerned, and at a time when this community had been fractured, importantly 
Europe, with Brexit having taken place, and with an alarming number of authoritarian parties and 
leaders growing. It is very possible that Putin would have launched this war already before, if not 
for the pandemic — hard to take that there should be a positive emerging from COVID. Keep in 
mind, if true the invasion would have commenced with Trump in office. 

But Putin had been mistaken. His threat to unleash consequences the world has never seen should 
anyone interfere, a membrane-thinly veiled nuclear threat, did not deter the majority of those 
countries that could react.® Neither did the young 6" President of Ukraine flee the country to let the 
Russian troops simply walk in. Quite to the contrary. And where it not for people who should not be 
allowed within a hundred miles of Capitol Hill Putin’s huge military machine could not win over 
the Ukrainian forces, as it turned out.’ Not conventionally. 


The ball game is still taking place. While it is ongoing one should not only be cautious about how 
far a man like Putin might go, especially if at one point he’ll find himself in a corner at home, 
though there’s that. But before that it’s all the things that can just go wrong. The 3 Ms: Mistake, 
Miscalculation, Misinterpretation. 

The ball game that became known as the Cuba Missile Crisis can be rewatched in retrospect. It 
began with words on both sides, Kennedy campaigning on a platform of strength that had more to 
do with forces at home, but Khrushchev was hearing him. Khrushchev using his own strong words, 
looked at the deployed U.S. missiles in Turkey, and it was decided that they could do the same. 
Castro, who’d only later angrily awake to having been nothing but a pawn, welcomed them. Once 
the nuclear build-up was discovered, once Kennedy had gone public, it was an exchange of 
accusations and threats, of conditions and refusals, with the slowly erected missiles on Cuba being 
the hands on the clock. Towards the end of it, with back-channels opened that would lead to a 
resolving of the crisis, Khrushchev wrote a long, emotional letter to Kennedy. Both men, both sides 
were rattled. Deeply afraid. 


8 Putin made this threat numerous times, at the beginning of the invasion, beginning in this clip at 00:38: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zFf{MKoG5gBk&ab_channel=FRANCE24English 
and throughout, here later using the pretext of alleged and unsubstantiated discussions among U.S. military officials 
about using nuclear weapons against Russia or Russian forces: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e8gZUQMqDAI&ab_channel=GuardianNews 


9  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Freedom Caucus 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/oct/26/maga-republicans-mike-johnson-speaker 


There aren’t just two ways. Thinking that is the first step towards disaster. Which is an important 
message to be relayed to a large number of people nowadays. Black and white-thinking has 
returned, and it has established itself with a might, you’re either for us or against us, you voice one 
criticism and you’re not one of us, you’ve betrayed us, you’ve betrayed your cause, you’re either 
left or right, an attitude that has recreated itself over and over as true debate has receded, until only 
very few have been left even aware that they’re engaging in ideological bullying. 

But saying one thing doesn’t necessarily mean that’s it’s the polar opposite of what the other says, 
and it certainly doesn’t define the speaker in that way. There’s more than two ways. It’s that, 
between people, it ever so often entails compromise, which ever fewer seem to be ready to make, 
compromise not only with the other side, but also within one’s own ranks, and within the range of 
one’s own options. 

None of the above is to suggest that Putin should have been or should be given even more, possibly 
all of Ukraine. He had to be opposed. It was unforgivable that it hadn’t already be done. Had the 
build-up at Ukraine’s borders not been so frightening it would have been hard not to laugh at the 
repeat-phrase as uttered across the globe, ‘we cannot allow another Munich’ — with Putin it had 
been Munich year after year after year after year... Virtually since everybody’s heard of him. 
Surprise. 

Similarly, watching former British PM Tony Blair claim, with what looked like a pain-distorted 
face, that Putin had ‘changed’ can make one wish one would have been present for a Q & A.'° When 
exactly do you think, Mr. Blair, has Putin changed? Before or after Georgia? Kazakhstan? Before or 
after starting to support al-Assad, who, without him, would be long gone? Before or after the 
already steadily occurring murders within and outside Russia, including in your country? Before or 
after Crimea? I’m just brainstorming excerpts here. Before or after he had first expressed his wishes 
for the return of the Soviet Union’s might? What exactly made you think he wasn’t always exactly 
what we’re so clearly seeing before us? Because those among us who were watching had been able 
to see it, and in all clarity. Could it perhaps be that you’ve been a little too close? Close enough to 
shake his hand, to show him around? 

Don't - play - with dictators. 

Admittedly Mr. Blair might be on his way to a Mea culpa. The pain on his face during this part of 
the conversation, I believe it might have been caused by friction, the feeling of the blinders as they 
were slowly gliding down the sides of his face. 


It should be said, meanwhile, that Putin’s nostalgia for and glorification of the good old Soviet 
times don’t even seem to amount to something truly resembling them inside that funny head of his. 
For all sense and purpose, even though one of the two appears to be missing, his vision seems more 
like a blend between the worst of not only the Soviet Union but also good old Tsarism. As a true 


10 Unfortunately I was not able to find the public discussion in which the realisation pain was so visible on Mr. Blair’s 
face, and I was faced with a choice between continuing to get frustrated over the options of not too optimal search 
engines and thus delaying publication or taking the to me rather poignant detail of this out. I decided to leave it in 
and offer this interview with The Economist’s Zanny Minton Beddoes instead; I should mention that I don’t 
disagree with everything Mr. Blair says, but that, in my view, his two major personal problems, naivety and a head- 
in-the-sand response, often show: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3JT_Q7t_ 90A&t=108s&ab_channel=TheEconomist 
The closest Tony Blair gets to clarity about Putin here is in the admission that he didn’t see the current assault on 
Ukraine coming. Many did see it coming, and while I agree about the probable and rather unsettling reality of a 
man like Putin as being increasingly detached from reality, and I’m losing words about this in this text, Mr. Blair’s 
impression of Putin having been of a different ‘incarnation’ when they first met is a sign of having completely 
misread the man, his view that at the beginning Putin had been open to a more integrated role of Russia in alliance 
with NATO are not so much telling of a changing Putin but a Blair who’s been deceived by a charade. Putin’s actual 
policies, and the murders that had begun very early on, betray a different mindset. 

I give Mr. Blair points for his comments on Western policy failures on the African continent that drive a growing 
number of nations which might prefer a partnership with the U.S. and Europe into partnerships with Russia and 
China. His naivety comes through once again with a vengeance, though, at 10:07 when speaking about the prospect 
of a 2™ Trump administration: "Whoever is the (next) president is gonna recognize that they need to build strong 
alliances’ — dear Mr. Blair. What on Earth makes you think he’s going to seek those alliances in Europe?? 


dictator one has to stand out somehow. And since Stalin, and excluding him, the Soviet rulers before 
and even the one Russian leader enabling him compare to Putin rather level-headed. Including 
impulsive Khrushchev. 

And that is the bad news. 


Still MADder 


The problem with getting something foolproof ASAP, to have it also operational as soon as 
possible, that is, is that it’1l always be more foolproof later. 

This useful little wisdom applies to all sorts of safety precautions, from your learning process 
involving your children and where to best keep flammable substances in the house, to that of car 
manufacturers learning from crashes, to ever more safer ways to realize ever more exciting roller 
coasters. It also applies to nuclear arsenals. 


Anyone in need to stay awake for a night may consult a list of the nuclear close calls that have 
accompanied us since the deliberate use of atom bombs on civilians during WWI, and you may 
choose to put these incidents into categories according to what had triggered them and consequently 
almost WWIII."' For me the categories emerging, using a few of these moments, are: 


System misinterpretation - 

radar equipment at Thule Airbase misidentifying the rising moon as a Soviet missile attack, causing 
the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) to go on high alert, with those present 
thankfully remembering Khrushchev as presently being in New York, attending the UN (October 
5", 1960); 

the U.S. early warning system seeing one of the four missiles launched by a Soviet submarine 
during a training exercise as being aimed at the U.S. (March 15", 1980) 


Human misinterpretation - 

the NATO exercise known as Able Archer 83 which Soviet leaders began to take seriously, in part 
because of some NATO leaders using unambivalent terminology such as ‘nuclear strikes’ during 
their, it’s to be assumed badly, encrypted chatter (November 7" — 11", 1983); 

a Norwegian research rocket meant to study the Aurora borealis being misidentified by Russian 
radar operators, prompting Boris Yeltsin to activate his nuclear briefcase and putting nuclear 
missile-carrying submarines on standby, even though Russia had been informed about the launch 
prior to it taking place, just not those radar operators (January 25", 1995) 


Communication outage - 

the failure of a Colorado relay station causing a loss of communication between the Strategic Air 
Command (SAC) with both NORAD and a number of early warning systems, and with the brass 
believing that an attack could be preceded by sabotage of communication, the entire nuclear air 
force was readied before it was established no such attack was underway (November 24", 1961); 
a massive power outage affecting the Northwestern U.S., causing nuclear bomb detectors to 
malfunction, resulting in an impression hard to distinguish from a nuclear attack (November 9", 
1965) 


Computer errors and malfunctioning systems - 


11 Wikipedia may serve as the starting point: 
https://en. wikipedia.org/wiki/Nuclear_close_calls 
I found it pressing to include examples here, as they show that relying on ‘good men prevailing’ is already a trap; it 
may not be down to these men. 


a computer error at NORAD HQ had operators and officials believe the Soviets had launched first 
250, shortly later 2200 ballistic missiles, causing SAC to prepare its own nuclear arsenal for take- 
off, the mistake being discovered about seven minutes later — the U.S. President had only between 
three and seven minutes to decide about a counter attack (November 9", 1979); 

first reporting one U.S. Minuteman ICBM, then a little while later five, a Soviet early warning 
system almost triggered WWIII, but with Lt. Col. Stanislav Petrov disbelieving an attack of so few 
missiles he was able to convince his superiors to have this double-checked with ground radar, which 
could not confirm the attack, this incident again involving a time for decision-making of only 
minutes (September 26, 1983); 


Natural phenomena - 

in a narrative reminding of the single bomber than can’t be recalled in ‘Dr. Strangelove or How I 
Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb’, a thunderstorm caused a transmission disruption 
between posts in the French Air Force, resulting in a war situation take-off of a French bomber 
loaded with an atom bomb, the crew of which would not respond to being hailed as this could have 
been enemy interference, and the only reason for them to abort and return was that no refueling 
plane had been waiting for them (1966)”*; 

a coronal mass ejection as produced occasionally by our sun caused three U.S. Ballistic warning 
systems to malfunction, which was interpreted as radar jamming, causing SAC to prepare nuclear 
armed fighters to launch, before NORAD informed them about the real cause (May 23", 1967); 


Tensions during crises - 

these are generally times where all sorts of miscommunications and mistakes can substantially add 
to the already high dangers, such as during 

the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis (August — December, 1958); 

of course the Cuban Missile Crisis (October 16 — 28+, 1962); 

and the Yom Kippur war (October, 1973). 

Because of short reaction time and multiple incidents potentially triggering responses that wouldn’t 
come up outside a crisis, all of them can quickly amount to ending the world for no and even for 
comical reasons - 

during the Suez Crisis reports of unidentified aircraft over Turkey, sightings of Soviet MiG fighters 
over Syria, a British bomber being downed and the Soviet Black Sea Fleet behaving suspiciously 
were seen together as implying a Soviet readying for war, but as it transpired the fleet movements 
had been scheduled exercises, the bomber had undergone technical failure, the MiG fighters were 
escorting the Syrian President back home from a Moscow visit, and the unidentified aircraft over 
Turkey turned out to be a formation of swans; 

it would not remain the only time that another, non-nuclear armed species would get involved in our 
dangerous business — during the height of the Cuban Missile Crisis a fence-climber was seen at the 
Duluth Sector Direction Center, Minnesota, apparently engaging in sabotage activities, shot at by a 
guard, who triggered the sabotage alarm, resounding in several other bases, except one where the 
wrong alarm was being set off, almost sending the pilots of nuclear armed fighters in the air — the 
climber, meanwhile, had been a bear. 

I think it is safe to say that neither Khrushchev, Kennedy, Castro nor anyone else involved in the 
Cuban Missile Crisis had at any point anticipated a bear as a party potentially triggering WWIII. 


There’s also the downing of a U.S. reconnaissance plane by North Korea. President Richard 
Nixon’s response was an order to have fighter jets posted at the South Korean Kunsan Air Base 
loaded with B61 nuclear payloads and to prepare for a nuclear strike against North Korea. Nixon 
was reportedly very distraught and confused about the downing. According to a diehard version or 
myth he was also drunk. 


12 Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb, 1964, written by Stanley Kubrick, Terry 
Southern and Peter George (loosely based on his book 'Red Alert'), directed by Stanley Kubrick 


This incident jumped back to my mind when learning about the freely available drugs in the White 
House during the Trump administration as recently revealed.” 


The list, which can always only be too long, also includes failing aircraft carrying nuclear weapons, 
none of which have exploded upon impact. Only the involved brass will know whether a surprising 
nuclear detonation due to a failing and falling aircraft can always be distinguished from a nuclear 
attack. 


I went through this length to show that while the Cuba Missile Crisis might have been the closest 
we’ ve ever come to the end of the world as far as public knowledge is involved, or at least 
comparably close as with other crises, not only have the full extents of all involved aspects and 
incidents not become this public knowledge until some time after, many of the above mentioned 
other moments weren’t immediately known either. 

It’s not a competition, of course. It’s still good advice to look at these incidents and decide for 
oneself how much really separated us in each case. And not to forget the timing. 


The systems have gotten better. Security is higher. As one would expect. Are they foolproof yet? 
Hardly. 

Not only because only some of those historical examples involved outright mechanical- or 
computer error. Even with our upgraded systems, the ghost in the machine still lingers on, for it’ll 
always be the thing we haven’t anticipated. And among the doctrines we must establish for 
ourselves there’s one that requires the largest letters: 

among all systems that remain prone to failure (i.e. all existing systems) a system involved with 
nuclear arms stands out. It stands alone. 

Depending on the system in question, a dam, a bridge, a highrise, the way we fight wildfires, a 
failure can result in massive catastrophes. A failure at a nuclear power station can potentially 
devastate whole landscapes, even whole swaths of a continent. 

Where nuclear weapons are involved a failure, be it human or technological, can end life on Earth. 


But really? 


It’s a debate, isn’t it. Would it? Could a thermonuclear world war end life on Earth? 

There is a reason for this debate. The approach to any answer has to be scientific. Could we devise a 
scientific experiment (always wonder whether there’s an experiment of another kind, the answer is, 
unfortunately, yes), we could present results, repeatable results the community could peer-review. 
Problem here is that there’s only one way to exhaustively create the conditions for this experiment, 
and we really, really don’t wanna do that. 

Outside that there is only informed, meticulous modelling. And it can go a long way. 


I wonder what Carl Sagan really made of “The Day After’ before heading into the debate following 
the broadcast of the TV production, the final disclaimer at the end notwithstanding, warning 
viewers that what they’d just been watching would in all likelihood be exceeded should there ever 
be a reality of it.” Sagan had been among those who had looked into the after with scientific eyes, 
and he had a good inkling of just how much the reality would exceed the already dire fiction. 

He was part of a panel discussion on the effects of thermonuclear war on ABC ViewPoint before a 
live audience as well as the viewers at home.'° Other panellists included former Defense Secretary 
Robert McNamara and Henry Kissinger. Mr. Kissinger especially, in form as usual, and after 


13 https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2024/01/25/trump-white-house-medical-unit-drugs-improper/ 


14 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carl Sagan 


15 The Day After, 1983, written by Edward Hume, directed by Nicholas Meyer 


already repeatedly having used the three or four same sentences in variations to deceive over his 
contribution’s lack of contents, complained about Sagan now making it seem even worse, in an 
attempt to have the scientific view on the aftermath of a nuclear war, which neither he or the 
military were in a better or even just equal position to judge, glide off. 

Sagan had been the S in the TTAPS, the team behind the study of the same name, Richard P. Turco, 
Owen Toon, Thomas P. Ackerman, James B. Pollack and Carl Sagan, astronomers and atmospheric 
scientists who had been working on Martian dust storms and who had also been aware of 
atmospheric effects of events on Earth that had been involved in climate disruptions.’ The team 
had wanted to see if they could come to an agreement over the most likely effect a multitude of 
cities burning in nuclear firestorms might have on the Earth’s atmospheric conditions by means of 
computer models. The concern was that a large number of cities worldwide, cities full of plastics, 
rubber and all sorts of fabrics would burn so hot and long that this heat would drive the soot into the 
stratosphere where it would then be distributed around the planet, in addition to the radioactive 
plumes and the initial smoke and dust. Where the sunlight would hit this dark dirt-cloud 
temperatures would rise, but the light would not be able to penetrate those layers — we’re not talking 
an overcast day here, an overcast sky is made of clouds, clouds are made of water vapour, water 
vapour will always allow enough light through to keep the life below, particularly the plant life, 
alive. But with such a for light impenetrable blanket temperatures would drop dramatically below, 
plunging the northern hemisphere, later most of the world into a sudden winter, with literally 
freezing conditions for animals (including humans) and plants. 

That not enough, plants also absolutely require sunlight for the purpose of photosynthesis. No 
photosynthesis, no survival of the plant, no plant, no bottom of the food chain, meaning massive 
famines of a magnitude no one can even imagine. 

The results were worse than expected. In science the more conservative results are generally what’s 
going to be published (existing exceptions represent a failure of eagerness on behalf of the 
respective researchers, not the scientific method itself). Seeing their worst fears confirmed in the 
models, the TTAPS team rolled it back, reducing the number of warheads involved in the fictional 
war ever more, until they tried the models on a mere fraction of warheads. The models strongly 
suggested that a nuclear winter might still follow an exchange of no more than a thousand 
thermonuclear warheads. In other words, a full nuclear war between India and Pakistan would be 
more than enough to plunge the world into a nuclear winter. 


But it is still a debate. Critics have been fast to come forward. Supporters, too. Whenever I read the 
critics I can only find one valuable argument that keeps holding: it’s not a hypothesis that can be 
confirmed without concrete demonstration. A demonstration that is unthinkable. 

Weather- and climate patterns are notoriously difficult to predict, and the models used by TTAPS in 
the early 1980s were clunky and simple. They’ve still not been conclusively disproven, and as a 
suggestion they serve as a powerful warning. The more so as the basis of the idea is set in a reality 
we very much do know. 


16 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4RLVRfwhO8E&ab_channel=TheMuseumofClassicChicagoTelevision 
%28www.FuzzyMemories.TV%29 
Sagan actually began by stressing that it would be much worse than what is depicted in the film. 

17 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nuclear_winter#1980s 


18 Sagan went on to co-author a book about nuclear winter: 
Paul R. Ehrlich, Carl Sagan, Donald Kennedy, and Walter Orr Roberts - The Cold and the Dark: The World after 
Nuclear War, 1983, W.W. Norton & Company, ISBN-10 0393302415 
Worth watching is Sagan’s testimony for this joint committee hearing on the subject: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NV_xw_aHpeQ&ab_channel=Felonious Vendetta 
and the 1984 documentary ‘On the 8" Day’: 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WCTKcd2Ko98&t=20s&ab_channel=MegaDude 


In April 1815 Mount Tambora erupted in what’s now Indonesia.'? Tambora is an ordinary, 
classically cone-shaped volcano, but the eruption was massive and lasting. It is now generally 
agreed that this single eruption of a single volcano was the main contributor to what has become 
known as the Year Without Summer, the following one of 1816.” The ash and other aerosols of this 
powerful eruption had been driven into the stratosphere, where they had been distributed across the 
globe, causing crops to fail, and resulting in massive food shortages. Skies and weather were altered 
as far away as in Switzerland, where the cold summer famously kept the small group around Lord 
Byron indoors, the atmosphere probably contributing to contents in Mary Shelley’s ‘Frankenstein or 
the Modern Prometheus’.*' Estimates about famine fatalities are hard, the University of Bern puts 
them at well over 100 000. Which may mean it were many more. 

And this as the result of a single, albeit powerful volcano eruption. Not a super-volcano (of which 
there are around 20 active ones), but an ordinary cone-volcano.” 

The effect of a even a limited nuclear war between India and Pakistan would exceed those resulting 
from this one volcano eruption by far. 


At least intuitively the consequences of the 1815 Mount Tambora eruption appear to support the 
TTAPS findings, and even in the light of the less than satisfying objections it needs to be said that 
what is implied here is a possibility than can only elicit one mature response: this is not something 
one would risk. It’s only something to be avoided. 


Shock and surprise can coincide. Until then they’re two different sets of emotions. When climate 
scientists today express shock and surprise at how fast our future is deteriorating before our eyes in 
the context of the ongoing climate catastrophe, it may be worth asking them whether they feel both 
to equal extents. Or whether they’re perhaps feeling shock at the surprise. The surprise of how 
much earlier these temperatures have been reached.” 

The decision to aim for the more conservative figures and projections when it’s about publishing 
has several merits. You will avoid the accusation of alarmism. You will avoid a potential later 
confirmation of you having been an alarmist. You’ll be able to demonstrate a degree of possible 
consequences, a tendency, that at its weakest would already have an impact to be reckoned with 
while acknowledging the uncertainties. You can only be exceeded in your projections. 

Alarmism is one of the words that are regularly attributed with a negative connotation, even though 
the word itself is quality-free. You sound the alarm, you’re an alarmist.” One of the things the 
climate catastrophe has taught us is how far we get quickly enough with caution in our arguments: 
not at all. 

With an already real, ongoing catastrophe that requires the entire globe to pull on the same string, a 
globe on which you could elect Bill McKibben* to become the next U.S. President, who in concert 
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21 Mary Shelley - Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, 1818, Lackington, Hughes, Harding, Mavor & Jones 
How fitting the ‘Modern Prometheus’ is. 

22 https://www.geography.unibe.ch/unibe/portal/fak_naturwis/e_geowiss/c_igeogr/content/e39624/e39625/e39626/ 
e426207/e431531/tambora_e webA4 eng.pdf 
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24 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2024/apr/06/simply-mind-boggling-world-record-temperature-jump-in- 
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25 The Newsroom, Season 3, Episode 3, written and created by Aaron Sorkin, episode directed by Alan Poul, Jeff 
Daniels as Will McAvoy and Paul Lieberstein as Richard Westbrook: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pN Yp60c37ds&ab_channel=ThePoetryofPredicament 


26 https://www.billmckibben.com/ 


with Canada could transform the entire North American continent into a green oasis, I’m being 
fancy here, and it would still not make a difference — Putin’s Russia owns half the Arctic, and even 
if we’ll avoid a second Trump administration, Putin will certainly drill, drill, drill, and Russia is 
huge, China is less than committed to go seriously green, and there’s the entire African continent, 
many nations there beginning to lean towards Russia and have actual reason to complain about the 
original polluters’ demand for them to go green, too — we have so far failed miserably, and we’re 
still doing it.*” Even though the choice couldn’t be any clearer. So, how far has cautious We Don’t 
Wanna Create A Panic, how far has unabashed optimism really led us?” 


I’m not a scientist. To be perfectly crystal: I’m an alarmist. 

I can take what I understand of the science and do my best not to violate it, to be aware where I’m 
lacking, and subject it to basic logic. That is the simple framework of my argument, and within it I 
can afford to go the opposite direction and suggest a worst case scenario, as long as I clarify that I 
don’t have enough data to determine certainty. 

It’s really that, a worst case scenario, and as that it is subject to the same principle of being 
something we must not risk. It’s worth the attempt, because with thermonuclear war and the 
possibility of thermonuclear winter no one has a full set of data. 


I don’t have to go into detail much, only enough to counter those who seem to think of it with an 
inclusion of ‘after’. There are wild variations here, if you think those who imagine a far distant Mad 
Max scenario with breathtaking fights between factions over gasoline and water are only kids, 
you’ll be in for a shock and surprise yourself. Food and drinkable water, yes, perhaps, but possibly 
not for very long. 

As the multitude of things that can go wrong, ranging from an innocently climbing bear to 
superpowers misreading another, show, a thermonuclear war is far from being impossible. It might 
even be likely. What is extremely unlikely would be a scenario in which a few warheads are being 
exchanged, as the euphemism goes, before ‘saner heads prevail’ and call the whole Armageddon- 
thing off. The triage of surface-launched, airborne and submarine-carried nuclear arsenal of several 
countries would also attack to protect itself, meaning to protect its efficiency, and in a nuclear war 
this can only be safely achieved by emptying the barrels. 

I count therefore with an all-out thermonuclear war. The vast majority of all warhead-carrying 
vessels, if not all, of at least the involved parties being cleared. In the case these involved parties are 
Russia and the U.S. we’d have the stage set for a worst case scenario. 


Comparing to what would come to be it could only begin on a lovely day. A lot of things depend on 
a lot of things. Had there been a run-up, the deepening of a crisis in the days or weeks ahead, 
alerting at least some of us to the possibility like back during the Cuba Missile Crisis after Kennedy 
appeared on TV? Have the shelves in the supermarkets been cleared? Have people paid attention? 
Traumatized by the experience on the day the sirens had malfunctioned, I don’t take a more 
appropriate reaction for granted should they wail out on purpose. So it might just be people standing 
around, walking their dogs, sitting on benches, playing with their children. With a few of them 
freezing. From then on more things depend on even more things. At first on how far you’ll be from 
the nearest blast. 


27 Technically it’s a blend of Russian territory and waters that are ‘owned’, but with claims that exceed this original 
territory: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arctic_policy of Russia 
The Guardian video essay ‘How Russia is Taking Control of the Arctic’: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EZOWbWuMKDI&ab_channel=TheGuardian 


28 Things are bad when the culprits join you: 
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/apr/14/climate-disinformation-explainer 


How does one die in the event of a thermonuclear war? Right below the exploding warhead you 
won’t even have time to consider yourself lucky. You’ll cease to exist within a fracture of a second. 
Farther out your shadow may survive. At close enough range the kinetic energy will shatter your 
bones and organs. The released radiation will be high enough to kill you instantly. The debris will 
smash you, divide you, grind you down. Still farther out the heat will burn you to a crisp, and still 
farther out it’Il burn the side of your body that had been facing the direction of the blast. It may strip 
the skin off of you, letting it dangle from your fingertips. There have been people closer to the 
centres of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki explosions who’ve survived with less severe injuries than 
people farther away, a variety of small factors having made all the difference. 

Distance and those small factors will leave people with a wide variety of burns, the worst having 
singed away your flesh to the bones. People with burns suffer dehydration. Pleads for water from 
everywhere. If your town or city has a river running through that river will fill with people, trying to 
alleviate the agony. And everybody will have been exposed to a radiation level that will already 
have begun working at them, a process kicked into being meant to kill some within hours, others 
within days, weeks, months, years, depending. 

If you’ll witness this you might be even farther away from the worst than you’ll think. Nuclear 
explosions turn cities into flames. An immense, fast raging fire storm, sucking away the oxygen, 
eating everything in its path. Those fires might last for a long time. 


Not everybody will have died at this point. Not nearly. Not every town and city will have been hit. 
But with a full-scale nuclear world war there’s no telling how much of the planet’s surface will be 
spared the radioactive fallout. 

Suppose you’ve been a survivalist, you’ve been prepared, you’ve constructed a fallout shelter. 
Stacking it. What did you need? Food and water. Air-filters, a good ventilation system. Good 
sanitation, a toilet system with a means for waste disposal. Generators, if depended on fuel you’ll 
need enough to keep them running. And means not to go crazy. 

But edible food and drinkable water. The food must be durable, canned food, in other words, let’s 
hope your guts are more tolerant than mine. How much food and water do you need to have 
stacked? For what duration? 

When being asked this question people normally struggle to remember or find an answer in half- 
life, in the other question how long until you can safely emerge. It’s a trick-question, however. The 
correct answer is: ‘the food and water you’ ll want to stack has to last you for the rest of your life.’ 
In a very strict sense, that’s what it’Il do in any case. 


If you run out, don’t expect to find anything in the ruins or left towns. Anything left in the 
supermarkets. The food in the supermarkets shouldn’t be eaten, but it will have been eaten. If you 
expect emergency food delivery, soldiers with trucks full of boxes, handing them out to long cues, 
forget it. Most infrastructure will be destroyed, so will be most soldiers, and it’ll be hard if at all 
possible to find a working vehicle. The location of food reserves may be known to the locals, and 
they’ ll have been raided, and it might again be food that shouldn’t be eaten, and again it will have 
been eaten, and if it hadn’t been known it’!l just sit there, your journey there would have to be 
conducted on foot. 

All this might be academical. From soon on every outdoor activity will have to be conducted in 
severe frost. 


If the TTAPS team and others have been right the long-lasting, severe firestorms will have driven 
the soot of the burning cities into the stratosphere. Together with the smoke, ashes and dust blown 
upwards by the initial detonations they’!l be spread to a cover enveloping much of the globe. The 
image of the shining, reflecting, turquoise blue and white jewel we know from gazing spacecraft 
and the photographs of astronauts will be replaced with that of a mostly smudgy dark broth, 
concentrated mostly in the northern hemisphere, but reaching south as if with black tentacles. 


Below on the surface temperatures will drop drastically. Estimates range between -20° and in 
locations even -40°C. Those animals, human and others, that won’t have died of the more 
immediate effects or from irradiated food and water, and that will manage not to freeze to death, 
will very soon learn how it is to die of hunger. 


We mass-produce food, but we appear to be very bad at sensible distribution. Enormous masses of 
food are being thrown away, destroyed or left to rot on a daily basis while elsewhere in the world 
famines rage. Without any way to distribute anything, what little food we’ll have available will be 
very soon used up, again, with much of it having been poisoned. And there will be no new food 
production. And for the slow ones: no new food production means no more food. 

Even in the much scaled down scenarios, including the fictional ones like ‘The Day After’, 
surviving farmers are helpless over the sour soil, looking bedazzled at the small administrative 
figures telling them how to heave lower soil on top to maybe have a chance for planting a crop. But 
radiation won’t even be the principal problem. 

Take the most resistant plant you can think of. Put it in your freezer. From time to time have a look. 
Write down how long it takes for this plant to die. And now imagine the same happening to all 
plants. 

There are plants that can live in extreme cold. Species of arctic lichen come to mind. It’s possible 
that, say in the far south, lichen and similar species will become the top food. Or tree bark. Hurry up 
with the bark, though, because those trees will be dying, too. Remember, it’s not only the 
temperatures. Plants require sunlight for photosynthesis. Without it they’ ll die. Plants are the 
decisive rung on the food ladder. The plants die, the other creatures that eat them will die, and the 
predators eating the herbivores will die. Which is the answer to the sort of survivalist who’ll tell you 
that they’ ll always be able to sustain themselves by hunting their own food. You might even be able 
to get by for a few days. Only for as long as there’! be food to hunt. 

Not long ago ‘Society of the Snow’ was released into cinemas, a film about the 1972 plane crash in 
the Andes.” We learned how the survivors would first starve for a while and try and eat things 
you’d normally not eat before having to eat the flesh of their dead friends and relatives. After a 
nuclear world war this could easily become an imperative food source. Until we’ve eaten ourselves 
up. 

Hunger is persuasive. Most readers of this, if there will be any, won’t have experienced it. Not 
really. We grow ‘hungry’ after not having eaten for a day. Most people in my region here think they 
are hungry after having missed breakfast. Try that for a couple of days. For a week. For two weeks. 
It depends on a number of factors how long you can go without any food at all. Health, starting 
weight, whether you’!l have access to water. Conditions around you. The general consensus appears 
to point at about 3 weeks. Probably less within the context of thermonuclear war. And don’t think 
you’ll just grow weaker. Hunger is painful. It’s agonizing. And maddening. 


And all this, depending where you’ll be, in the most bitter frost, and in darkness, with the most 
persistent light sources being the still burning cities, and those are fires you shouldn’t come too 
close to. The top section of the right panel of Hieronymus Bosch’s ‘The Garden of Earthly Delights’ 
or the top right of his ‘Christ in Limbo’ come to mind.” 

All this, and add the desperation. The profound desolation. Over the prospect of having to starve to 
death. Over so many people having died, over so many people in the process of dying. Over all 
those other beings we’ve shared the planet with, dead and dying. Over the basis for this life dying. 


29 Society of the Snow (La Sociedad de la Nieve), 2023, written by J.A. Bayona, Bernat Vilaplana, Jaime Marques 
and Nicolas Casariego, directed by J.A. Bayona 
https://en. wikipedia.org/wiki/Uruguayan Air Force Flight 571 
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https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/3c/Follower_of Jheronimus Bosch Christ_in Limbo.jpg 


Over everything that’s beautiful, dead and dying. Over everything we’ve learned, lost, over 
everything we could have learned, unreachable. Over the skies having indeed closed above us, and 
the stars that we could have one day reached and that are no longer even visible to us. Over our 
world dead. 

Be it driven by maddening hunger or this despair, a large number of survivors would probably die 
by their own hands. An increasingly common sight. With few or no one trying to prevent them. 
With some offering themselves as food. 


The ‘food-crisis’, as it’s described by some, is the hardest to escape aspect of a thermonuclear world 
war if it is indeed followed by nuclear winter. There are variations, slightly different scenarios, in 
which pockets will remain, or factors prevail that will prevent the worst darkening and cooling. But 
I’d remind everyone of the tendency to understate in science, the implausibility of a ‘limited nuclear 
exchange’, and the simple and pressing physics combined when looking at immense heat on 
numerous locations, the projected amounts of smoke and soot and the very observable mechanics at 
work in the stratosphere. Even our recent wildfires have served to teach us a few things in this 
respect — and they’d be mild in comparison. If there’s a single sentence to be made mantra here, it’s 
that without plants there won’t be any more food. 


And don’t think that’1l be the end of the bad. 

More than half of Earth’s oxygen is produced in the oceans. They’re the real lungs, the rainforests 
are the smaller, supporting ones. Temperatures would drop in the oceans, too, and with large swaths 
of them cut off sunlight, perhaps even most of them, oceanic photosynthesis would be disrupted 
even where the water wouldn’t ice over. As Earth’s early history teaches us, the prevalence of what 
kind of organisms would get the upper hand has always been a matter of opportunity. Earth hadn’t 
started out with being a haven for oxygen-loving or even just oxygen-producing organisms. Life- 
wise the planet began with what we’d call extremophiles today. With photosynthesis being 
disrupted in large areas of the ocean the balance could be swiftly tipped. Oceans drive the 
atmosphere in more than one way, among them its actual composition should be counted as very 
decisive. And the oxygen-producing organisms in the oceans dying could in the long term very well 
result in an atmosphere that we cannot breathe. 

I say in the long term, by which I don’t mean the true long term, i.e. geological time, but a time- 
scale that appears long to us humans. Depending on how bad the scenario is, the possibility of a 
general atmospheric shift may appear once again academical, given the approximate three weeks a 
human being stubbornly bent on survival may live without food, or a little more meaningful if we’ ll 
envision those pockets in which life can be secured. There the mantra will be: ‘be inventive, 
because you might now have to count with the oceans.’ The oceans die, we will, no matter what. 


Of course there are those who, if they’ll make it in time, might already be prepared. 

Among them some of those responsible for it. If a thermonuclear world war will one day become 
Putin’s legacy there’s a good chance that he’II sit it all out in a secure and well-stacked location, and 
with not too many years remaining to fret much over the slightly less luxurious circumstances, 
never mind what should lay on but would probably be in dire search for a conscience. 

There might be others. A fairly recent report on Mark Zuckerberg’s safely secured Hawaii 
compound in the making, complete with Armageddon-survival bunker, is just the latest exposé of 
the fortresses of the super-rich for the eventuality of this or that end of the world — look in the same 
article or elsewhere for the variation with the moat that can be set on fire; not much more you need 
to have explained.*' Should a world- or civilisation-ending event occur, rest assured, whoever built 
that thing will set the moat alight should you and your friends approach. The very fact of their 
financial fortune appears to have driven the few super-rich individuals into the belief that they’re 
geniuses (they’re not, none of them, no, Elon Musk neither, that’s an empathetical No), based on 
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them having made this fortune, and that this entitles them to carry on the torch, and that everything 
to achieve and maintain this status is therefore permitted. It’s called rationalising. 
And for more on this consult Douglas Rushkoff and his much earlier encounters.” 


Since cosmic justice clearly does not exist I’d suggest we count those assholes out. They’ve decided 
to put themselves above us, so they shall remain outside what we describe as humanity where it 
concerns survival after a thermonuclear world war. 

It could be that itll be possible to put an actual clock on the worst case scenario. If we already insist 
on remaining solipsistic and only think of ourselves, though we’d be soon reminded how much 
depended we are on the other lifeforms, we could ask ourselves where the last, the longest surviving 
humans would likely to be found, if the whole world was indeed to starve to death. 

I’d put my money on the good folks at Concordia, or a similarly well-outfitted Antarctic research 
station.** If you think about it, Concordia is already situated within a situation very mildly 
reminiscent of the hell described above. It’s cut off, and over the winter completely, a winter that 
lasts longer than its summer, with no way of reaching them. That means the station is stacked with 
food and water for the respective team for many months, and that usually includes redundancies. 
They’re also well-equipped with means to battle extreme cold, since they’re living in an extremely 
cold environment. Thermal clothes, isolated habitats, and generators for the eventuality of electrical 
outages. They’re even exposed to more radiation, since the ozone hole over the south pole is never 
completely closed. Finally, they’d be farthest away from it all. 

But even the longest winter doesn’t compare to the prospect of no one coming anymore at all. 
Eventually even this larger stock of food would run out. With no new provisions to come. As with 
everywhere else, we’d also have to factor in desolation. I could imagine a scenario within this 
scenario of the researchers at Concordia being among the very last humans, at one point gathering 
what food they have left to be cooked for one last, opulent dinner, over which the world will be 
remembered. They’re scientists and engineers. They’d know of quick, efficient ways to go into that 
good night.** 


Because the principal method to calculate the atmospheric effects of nuclear war that amount to 
nuclear winter can only be computer modelling, the length of the prospect cannot be predicted with 
precision, but the most common phrase heard in the context is ‘many months’. A single month is 
more than enough to starve most mammals, including humans, to death. But should there be pockets 
of survivors, should, for example, our science fiction team from Concordia decide to dare the 
harrowing crossing to Patagonia in search for food once these cold months are over, they’d have to 
do that in a new world that would be hostile in still more ways than described, still long before the 
potential massive changes to the atmosphere as caused by an eradicated marine flora as discussed 
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above would truly set in, because the atmosphere would already have been changed, and with the 
settling of the nuclear soot layer a new danger would emerge. 

Already the more immediate radiation effects of a thermonuclear world war would deplete the 
ozone layer, than ultra-thin layer that protects us from the ultraviolet wavelength on the spectrum of 
sunlight. This would be an ultimately deadly amount of UV radiation penetrating Earth’s 
atmosphere to the ground, and before killing us the exposure could blind us. 


Our fantasies of hell aren’t as multi-faceted, as terrifying. 


This worst case scenario would certainly be contested by many. I’d challenge every critic by 
inviting them to present certainties. The very critique to which the results as forwarded by the 
TTAPS team saw themselves exposed to has uncertainty at its roots. We don’t have enough data 
about the effects of a global thermonuclear war. Exactly. We do have markers to imply, however, to 
infer. Once again. Whether it’d be as bad or worse or not quite that bad. Not something to be risked. 
Only something to be avoided. 


The Window 


Out there, orbiting gassy and icy giants, there are moons that distinguish themselves from the many 
others. They’re made to large extents of ice, and their mother planets as well as their sibling moons 
are giving them constant gravitational massages, their bodies stretching and relaxing, and the 
warmth this is creating melts the cold inside them. Europa’s subsurface ocean is thought to be a 
body of water exceeding the amount we have here on Earth.” Neighbour moon Ganymede, the 
largest moon of all, bigger than the planet Mercury, and generating its own protective magnetic 
field, is also a subsurface ocean world, filled with still much more water.” So is probably Callisto, 
another large moon orbiting Jupiter with them.” 

A few clicks farther out, Saturn has its own watery children. Beneath its highly fascinating surface, 
the solar system’s second-largest moon, Titan, itself still larger than Mercury, is believed to hide 
such an ocean.” The latest in the bunch of welcome suspects for such an ocean is Mimas.* And 
then there is Enceladus.“ A small, but helpful moon. Spewing some of its water out as vapour 
through cracks in its south pole, allowing for the Cassini spacecraft to fly through this vapour and 
snap up particles to be analysed by the ground team to this day, revealing ever more favourable 
conditions and ingredients needed for life. 

Still farther out, Neptune’s moon Triton, probably a captive, orbiting the other blue marble in 
retrograde, this and its landscapes that remind so much of smaller Pluto making it likely that it had 
been once out on an orbit where Pluto is, a dwarf planet alike, dislodged by unknown gravitational 
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circumstances, destined to become a moon." Triton is also thought to contain such a subsurface 
ocean. 


Enceladus’ ocean is less salinated than ours, and the ingredients discovered so far are just right. At 
the bottom of this ocean hot vents are being suspected, similar to what we can find in terrestrial 
oceans, where the proximities are teeming with life.“* Such an ocean might be a lot more promising 
as a potential seat of life than Mars, where life, if still present today, would probably have to be 
sought deeper within the crust, as its surface is being sterilised by the solar wind, and were the 
water that’s been detected so far appears to be over-salinated.* Enceladus’ potential is mirrored by 
the other subsurface water worlds (and we might identify still more bodies as such). 

If we’ll ever find life there, in one of these oceans, it’1l be probably microbial. Perhaps it’ll even be 
larger, visible to the naked eye, Enceladean krill, Ganymedean octopus. European fish. Perhaps it 
will be a lot richer than we’d have thought. 


But it will never be as rich, as incredibly diverse, as sheer unbelievably lush as what we have here 
on Earth, on land, flying through the air, and diving through our own waters. Growing, from the soil 
on land and in water, growing to dense, far reaching forests of majestic trees and stubborn ferns and 
mosses. Crawling with an abundance of insects barely visible to a human arm’s length, teeming 
with the smallest of smallest of organisms, and seeing its largest cutting through the waves. Fleets 
of birds, armies of mammals in all shapes, and legions of fish, amphibiae, reptiles and spiders, fungi 
and lichen, grasses and bushes and palm trees and pinewoods, species so smart they rival us, others 
that will eat their own brains once they’re done with them.” So rich is the diversity of life that we 
don’t even know them all, constantly discovering species we hadn’t met before. No continent life 
would shun, no rock in the sea it would not accept as home, no drop on Earth it would not haste to. 
It has created this very atmosphere most of us, us lifeforms, are breathing today. It is the result of a 
lengthy process during which it shaped itself. When saying Earth, this is what we mean, for Earth 
would not only be but look very different without it. 


So whatever we may discover beneath the icy crusts of those moons, it’11 come nowhere close to 
this immense, baroque opulence. 

And there might be nothing at all. 

Promising signs leading to dead water. No matter what I’d be willing to bet. 


Next stop Alpha Centauri.” The nearest other star system, a triple-star system over 4.3 light years 
away, one light year counting over 9.4 trillion km. That’s a distance for which even our fastest 
existing space probes would need tens of thousands of years. And we’ve looked at this star system, 
a turbulent system, and we haven’t found anything. No conclusive biosignature, and certainly no 
tech-signature. There are some more promising worlds much, much farther away, but those are 
distances even the most talented intuitions will have problems grappling with. 


So around here, as far as we can tell, this is it. 
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This world, this planet you’re standing on. This is the oasis. The oasis within the extremely hostile 
environment called space, the blossoming ball of life amidst lifeless rocks and the blank fabric of 
space and time. 


One would think this should give us pause. But in the mundane dulling of our tiny, self-centred 
requisites, not to mention the pompous insanities of some of our most powerful, it more often just 
gets — lost. 

Instead we behave as if we’ve always been here, and as if we’ll always be here, we walk through 
life as if we were immortal, with everything we see, own, use and misuse as being granted goods, 
created by the gods along with us, not won by means of the long battles of discovery and 
understanding and organisation, all of which are reaching back no more than a few meek hundred- 
thousands of years. 

This sense of entitlement, the sense of a completely nonsensical immortality, at times seeps through, 
even in the context of Mutual Assured Destruction. It is actually not difficult to find recipient 
candidates for a galactic award I’m proposing, people who’ I tell you that there won’t be a 
thermonuclear world war because — there hasn’t been one so far. We’ll go on, because that’s what 
we’ ve always done. The award would be handed out for the stupidest thing a sentient being could 
possibly utter. That a very possible thing won’t happen simply because it hasn’t happened so far. 
You’ ll get extra points if the thing in question can by its very nature only happen once. 

Perhaps those people really think they’re immortal. 


We’re not. Not as individuals, and not as a species. No lifeform is. 
In fact the window for life on this planet is, always has been, narrower than you might think. 


Earth is approximately 4.5 billion years old. In about 5 billion years, give or take, our star will enter 
its death throes, expanding to a red giant, devour Mercury and Venus and burning Earth to a brittle 
pebble of charcoal. That’s a total of 9.5 billion years for Earth, say. 


Life had been in a hurry arriving on this planet. The first life, very, very simple forms, is thought to 
have popped up about 3.7 to 3.8 billion years ago, though that’s according to the earliest fossils of 
microorganisms that have been found, and life might have originated at an even earlier time than 
that. For the purpose of being generous that will become clear in a moment, let’s pick the 3.8 
billion, which has life appearing in less than a billion years after formation of Earth. 


This results, at this point, in a window of opportunity for life to emerge, exist and thrive for a period 
of 8.8 billion years. 


As satisfying as this might sound so far, we already see a damper. Multicellular life did not occur 
until 600 million years ago. That’s million with an M. Just over a half billion years ago. 

Which means that for the much longer time life has spent on this planet so far it had been 
unicellular, single-celled microorganisms. 

On a scale signifying the lifetime of life on Earth so far the arrival of multicellular life will only 
cover the tip (with early humans arriving at the tip of the tip, a spot that is virtually identical with 
the year 2024). 


But let’s not discriminate against unicellular life, so we have this long prospective period of life 
lasting for those 8.8 billion years, for most of the time Earth as such has before becoming crusted 
marshmallow. 

Or will it? 

I got bad news for you. 


Our sun is perpetually getting hotter. For Earth it had actually been too cool early on, but gradually 
heating over the years up till now.” And not stopping there. It continues to get hotter, and unless 
there’s someone very bright among you who knows how to put an end to this it’1l become to hot for 
us, us as in us lifeforms. 

This happens independently from our current, very successful project of making the place 
unbearably hot in our lifetime, the climate catastrophe is due to adding to a limited volume of what 
is necessary to keep the planet warm enough, in terms of carbon dioxide this limited volume 
amounting to a staggering 0.04% of the total of our atmosphere. The two have, at this point, nothing 
to do with another. 

But the sun is steadily heating up, and although this process takes a little longer than our efforts of 
turning our only living space into an oven, it’s not that long either. 

Estimates differ. While the more extreme conditions comparing to Venus or worse probably won’t 
be reached before 4 billion years from now, the extent that already has oceans to start evaporating 
will have been reached in just over 1 billion years, according to conservative calculations, ending 
the carbon cycle and with it the possibility for life on Earth.“”” 

Though this will plausibly be accomplished before. Two things must be considered here. Things 
will start dying and being dead on the way there. When we talk those last days anything that might 
still be found alive in some niches or deep underground will likely be extremophiles that might have 
in common with us that they’II still be carbon-based and contain DNA or RNA. Most life will have 
gone extinct quite a while before that. 

Second, we’re spotting an old acquaintance here. Conservative figures. Meaning the milder 
versions, the less dramatic ones. Others set the time until all will be done, pun intended, even 
earlier. Some even go as far and half this time: a half billion years from now. 500 million years. 


That’s not a long time from now. The worse figure is smaller than the time multicellular life has had 
here. But even the more conservative figure of 1 billion, even with an additional ‘point-’, is not 
long. It’s 4 billion off 5 remaining billion. 


We’re being generous and simple, and we say 1 billion years until the sun’s gotten too hot. 
And in total that’s now 3.8 billion + 1 billion = 4.8 billion years. 


At a generous 9.5 billion years for Earth’s existence as Earth that’s just a little over half of it. 


That’s the window for life on Earth, a little over half of the planet’s total time. 4.8 billion years, if 
we're generous. 
And if nothing else will happen. 


There is a lot that can happen. Quite without our contributions. A lot Nature simply does on a 
regular basis that would incidentally wipe us all off the map of the cosmos. To name just a few. 


- Mars has lost almost all of its magnetic field, allowing the solar wind’s highly charged particles to 
perpetually sterilize its surface while also flaying off its atmosphere, rendering its surface dead and 
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cold.“ We don’t fully understand how and why Mars has lost its magnetosphere, and there are 
voices connecting the process with its size, but the same thing is happening to Venus, which is 
almost exactly the size of Earth. 

On Venus this is being counteracted by an atmosphere so massive that it slows the planet’s rotation, 
rendering it the hottest body in the solar system besides the sun, with surface temperatures that 
would instantly bake you, rain made of sulphuric acid coming down on you and an atmospheric 
pressure that would flatten you to a pancake while standing, all this being due to a process called 
massive runaway greenhouse effect, you might have heard of it.”° 

But meanwhile that’s 2 out of the 4 rocky inner planets having lost or being in the process of losing 
their magnetic field. Half of them. Normally something happening to half of any given number of 
objects might be understood as a trend. It might simply be something that happens to planets, which 
start out hot and mushy, cooling down from the outside inwards. Would this happen to Earth, would 
we lose our magnetic protection, all life on it would die. 


- A massive asteroid or comet might impact with Earth, large enough to kill all life.°' 


- A very massive star might go supernova in a way that has it expel a concentrated jet of gamma 
rays at a distance too close for comfort. While the likelihood of being hit is relatively small, and 
while those rays will weaken over the distance, bad luck is just bad timing, and in October 2022 a 
long-travelled gamma ray was detected in our atmosphere, rippling the ionosphere.” That bundled 
ray originated in a blast about 2 billion light years away. There are stars of comparable mass and 
bound to go off that are much closer to us. 


There are still more dangers to everything we have and are out there, including some more exotic 
ways to go, but Earth itself can potentially be a bad mother. The 20 active super-volcanoes have 
been mentioned above, the eruption of one which would be catastrophic, a couple of them, even 
with a decade or so in between could outdo us in terms of climate affecting. 


Plenty of ways Nature’s out to kill us.” No need to assist her in the endeavour. 


One of the most tragic aspects of our current most urgent problems, problems we absolutely have to 
confront, and we absolutely have to do it now, is that they shouldn’t actually be our priorities. 

We know what to do about the climate catastrophe. We’re just not doing it. In fact, we know enough 
to know how to avoid a climate catastrophe in the first place because we’ve known it for a long 
time. 
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For how long have we known of the effects of adding to those meagre 0.04% of carbon dioxide that 
are what’s necessary to keep our world warm? 

Since 1856, correct. 

Look up Eunice Newton Foote, a U.S. scientist and inventor, who answered this question pretty 
accurately that year.** Newton Foote’s principal problem was that she was of the ‘wrong’ gender, of 
course, and while it’s by no means certain that a male colleague would have been more successful 
in driving the message home (after all, there are still people who think the sky’s too big for that on 
account of them being so very small), the case can be made for this being a prime example of male 
chauvinism really backfiring big time. 

A little over two decades later in 1878 Augustin Mouchot excited visitors and jury at the Universal 
Exhibition in Paris alike, winning a gold medal for his Solar Generator.” Mouchot’s drive had been 
the thought of us running one day out of the fossil fuels we’d begun to use, and there’s that, too, in 
any case, this could have been the answer to Newton Foote’s worries, and our future. The already 
powerful coal lobby had one argument on their side — coal’s cheaper, this thing would cost far too 
much. Which is an argument I’ve heard throughout my lifetime. At this point, with fossil fuels still 
being used by almost everyone in the northern hemisphere, solar power has begun to become 
cheaper already, pretty much a first. 

Imagine a world that would have listened to Eunice Newton Foote. That would have combined this 
warning with the arrival of a means to harness the power of the sun two decades later. That would 
have understood that every new invention when applied will be its most expensive in the beginning, 
to become ever cheaper with refining it. Imagine a cleaner world. Imagine a world not increasingly 
consumed by the effects of a catastrophically fast climate change. Imagine a world with a lot fewer 
wars. 


We also know what to do about the threat of thermonuclear war: 


1. Don’t Do It. 

2. Best Not to Get Those Weapons. 

3. If You Haven’t Avoided Getting Them, Get Rid of Them. 

4. Remember to Put Reliable Enforcements In Place — Don’t Allow Single Nations to Go Rogue 
Here. Don’t Allow Other Entities Either. 


In principle it’s as simple as that. We know the history of the first atom bomb. Nevertheless. The 
benefit of at least now getting rid of nuclear weapons is a no-brainer. It’s simple, which doesn’t 
mean that it’s easy. It’s not easy. It’s simple, though, because it’s simply something that has to be 
done. 


Besides the real, inescapable priorities, the dangers we haven‘ yet licked, not even started to, we 
add additional dangers we could have avoided and still more that we can still avoid. We’re 
assaulting our oasis in multiple ways, at the same time, and we’re watching all these unnecessary 
dangers converge to the point where they all affect each other, making those that haven’t been 
triggered yet ever more likely. That we’re walking straight towards a war crossing many borders 
that we haven’t seen crossed in this way for a time, it’s on the clock even without Putin, it’s almost 
certain with him, it’s absolutely certain if we allow him to win in Ukraine. And it is still possible 
even if he loses. Pretty bad fix. 
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With all these ways to contribute to our own demise, and with it that of the other lifeforms on this 
planet, we can still end up cutting it short. We may indeed shorten the remaining maximal 1 billion 
years of this short window for life on Earth to a matter of minutes. 


The Tepid Generation 
Here are two seemingly bold submissions. 


A true civilization would not allow their leaders to keep the world set on a worsening of the climate 
catastrophe. 
A true civilization would not allow the danger the existing nuclear weapons pose to continue. 


Not allow. 


Easier said than done, one can hear the inevitable response. Quite true. I’d reply by going even 
further: increasingly hard to be done. Leave a problem with cancerous properties for a later time 
and it’ll be more difficult to combat, will require more resources. More sacrifices. A principle you 
can convey to a 5-yr old. 

Sacrifices are a poor campaign argument. People generally vote according to their interests, stress 
on their, ideas like the Seven Generation Sustainability are a hard sell if the number one priority is 
to make ends meet.” A campaigning politician telling the voters that times gonna be tough for the 
foreseeable future because that’s the mess we’ve created for ourselves, so in order to give our 
children and grandchildren and grand-grandchildren a chance we need to buckle up and fasten our 
belts, will likely lose against a rival promising to fix everything within months by slapping tariffs 
on everything incoming, even though the former is true and the latter is moose shit. 

Combine this with the individual’s feeling of micro size in the face of world events, and things will 
look so hard they’!I better be ignored or capitulated before. Best means before the next election that 
may or may not change anything for four, eight or however more years is taking to the streets. And 
we can feel rather wonderful about ourselves as participants in massive protests, especially when 
they’re globally organized. It combines our need for belonging and a clear, defined purpose. And so 
the streets fill, of New York, of Berlin, of Paris, of cities and towns around the world, sending a 
message to the deciders, demonstrating the will of the people of Earth. And all the industries 
responsible for the trouble have to do is wait it out. 

There’1l be a next mass protest, but not right away. Maybe next year. It’ll be as well organized, to 
avoid disruption. Some would argue that disruption is the point. That if you were serious you’d be 
back on the street tomorrow, you wouldn’t leave, picture the same masses just staying out, going on 
strike, bring down the GDP, until effective measures are actually taken. 


Unrealistic, the voices now say. We got to work, we got to earn money. They might also not 
understand just how serious the problem really is, those voices. Which is why the grand 
demonstrations are so far still nothing more than symbols. 

Granted, you can see the response. While there’s still not much in terms of holding the major 
culprits for the climate catastrophe responsible going on, those demonstrations that are more 
persistent are met with arrests and charges, and increasingly so.*’ You have the right to express your 
opinions, including by means of demonstrations, but on our terms, in an orderly fashion, without 
disruption, and as properly announced events we can then green-light. We’re fine with a symbolic 
gesture. We don’t want your anger. 
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The very fact of the need for a permission to demonstrate is antithetical to the urgency that makes a 
demonstration necessary. 


Being the first to stand outside with a sign in one’s hand but without permission is like being the 
first within a crowd to fight the bully. It requires balls. If I begin kicking the vastly outnumbered 
bully’s ass, surely my peers will follow suit. Only what if they don’t. Doing that every day where 
the bully is the fossil fuel industry and their lobbyists and your weapon is not a boot but a cardboard 
sign seems stressful, humiliating and futile, but the excuse has been somewhat weakened, since this 
is precisely what Greta Thunberg did when she was a teenager.” 


There’s much in between acting with this much willpower and the action of doing nothing, and 
there are plenty who’re doing more than I do. If those who merely say they want for a better world 
and for that world to survive would only do half as much it should be enough. Going on a neatly 
organized march once every year ain’t that. And if you ask around what people would really be 
willing to give up, it won’t be the planned third child.°” It won’t be independent transport. For many 
it won’t even be flyer-miles. It’s not that most people don’t care. It’s just that they don’t seem to 
care a lot. 


And from there it’s the sirens- and climate catastrophe-thing in reverse: if what by now is glaringly 
obvious to everyone but the morons by choice isn’t enough to at least send the guy who promises to 
‘drill, drill, drill’ to hell, if you already don’t want to move onto a strike camp that’|I last until things 
get moving, what else can one expect but denial when the sirens are howling? After all, people 
enthusiastically deny even death. 

Everything will end well, is the fairy tale we’ve grown up with. You’re not supposed to go on 
believing that when you have grown up. Hence the galactic award. 


But apathy and denial are fairly explicable, it’s quite another thing to say, ‘let’s risk it.’ That’s 
beyond denial. There’s something more fundamental that isn’t understood here when the it is the 
world’s nuclear arsenal. Excuse me, but would you mind not taking this risk on behalf of the entire 
world in the spur of a heated moment? That’s when shit goes wrong. 


At the beginning of Putin’s assault on Ukraine President Zelinsky said that we’re already are in 
World War Three. I don’t know what he thinks now, I don’t know how exactly he’d meant that, but 
on the face of it I have to disagree. I know why he said it, I know how it was ultimately to be 
understood, and I know that the aim of those nations who haven’t cosied up to Putin must prevent 
him from winning this war, and it could be done without a single NATO soldier actively involved, 
the people of Ukraine have demonstrated it. The only reason why the success of the Ukrainian army 
in at least holding the line, but quite possibly driving the Russian army out eventually is in peril is 
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because a handful of people who shouldn’t even be allowed on Capitol Hill are sabotaging this 
tremendous effort from the safety of more recesses than fulfilment of oath and duty. It’s because 
textbook white trailer trash went to Washington.” 


But WWIII, no. Not yet. Far from it. Though not far enough, far only in effect, not possibility. 
Zelinsky is right that if Putin is allowed to take Ukraine he’ ll continue with other nations. And it 
might not even have to be a NATO country for the alliance to have enough, but in Europe the only 
non-NATO nation that would border on what Russia would have annexed would be Moldova, any 
other country is NATO. 

Which brings back those out on free European streets who were there to openly agree with Putin 
and shouted that it’s all NATO’s fault, especially those turn-heads who’d been out earlier to demand 
a no-fly- or rather aerial combat zone over Ukraine. Be brave and go and conduct a survey in 
Ukraine, ask the people whether they want Ukraine to become a NATO member. It’s not just 
Zelinsky who’d say yes, it’s Ukraine, and for good, quite obvious reason. It’s why the clear majority 
of Finland wanted the accession, and why it wanted it now. And you’re telling them it’s their fault? 
Last I checked Finland hasn’t made any moves to attack Russia. Neither has Poland. Oh, and 
neither had Ukraine. They been fighting since 2014, maybe you’ll remember why. And NATO as a 
whole doesn’t have plans to attack Russia for the same reason, among others, why they’re now 
keeping their troops out and away from fighting. Why a so-called no-fly zone hadn’t been 
established. Please, dear turn-heads, get your thinking into gear. 


But at this point, no WWIII yet. You’d know if it was different. Wouldn’t escape you. Get funding 
back on track, help Ukraine to defeat Putin, and support those who may one day be able to defeat 
Putin from within Russia, the existing opposition, suppressed but existing. None of this is 100% 
safe, none of this is guaranteed, but that’s the situation. There’s no Safe. There’s no guarantee. Putin 
could, if defeated in Ukraine, snap. Putin will, if victorious in Ukraine, continue. I’ll take any small 
chance. 


That’s very different from saying we should just risk it. It needs to be clarified what exactly is 
meant. The no-fly- aka aerial combat zone moment was a good opportunity for such a talk. 

What are you saying? Are you saying that Putin won’t use nukes? How certain are you? Because 
I’m not certain. 

It’s been a leitmotif, at least since his attack on Ukraine, should have been one long before, but 
that’s academical — what goes on in that head of his? It’s academical because, frankly, we won’t 
know, not ever. We don’t have access. 

For some time I have journeyed across the message boards focused on a particular murder series. 
Besides the multitude of theories, the preoccupation with the period, the victims and the involved 
police there was also a lot of speculation. Why the perp had done this or that. What did this or that 
detail in his actions mean? This is the way it had been, because for him to do something else 
wouldn’t have made sense. A common thread that ran through these speculations was rational 
thinking. People treated the perpetrator’s actions as they would any others. I thought that from time 
to time it might make sense to sit back and remind ourselves that he murdered women and took 
away organs of some of them. I might be presumptuous here, but I’d reckon that most of us have no 
real understanding of what that must be like. I’d hope none of us has. And that, I’d say, sets a limit 
to our rationality as for a tool to analyse his actions. One researcher went so far as to say that the 
murderer couldn’t possibly have come back from one of the murders with even just the facade of 
his sanity intact; it was a particularly gruesome murder, often viewed as his last, though, 
significantly, there had been two more following fitting the same culprit. I disagreed with the 
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certainty. It was the researcher who could not have come back from that. And it would speak for 
him.** 

And that famous serial killer would still be easier to comprehend than Putin. Not that Putin is 
particularly interesting as a person. He’s not. Even the attributes imagined by so many that 
seemingly set him apart from other dictators, that he’d be smart, that he’d be cunning, don’t really 
apply. Putin follows the tradition of dictators, he’s not deviating from it. Just like Hitler, Stalin, 
North Korea’s Kim family, Mussolini, Franco, Pinochet, Lukashenko and so many others he’s a 
rube. Not a strategic genius, it doesn’t need smarts nor talent to do any of the things he’s done. It 
needs ambition, ruthlessness and emotional detachment, and of that he’s got plentiful. 

I’d say it also needs delusions of grandeur, but that may be more a hand in hand-affair. You want to 
be a dictator, your ruthlessness will get you there, and it’ll be confirming. The insane dream of 
ruling over an empire of the former Soviet Union’s extent may result to equal parts from his drive 
and the actual achievement of the power he has gained, and kept for so long. And there is no way 
we Can really start to imagine what’s going on in a ruthless rube with little to no concern for 
anyone’s life when in a position of such power, not at any point, and certainly not when having his 
nose pushed in the turd of his making, when the decisively unwise decision to begin his expansion 
dreams might end with him driven into a corner, with a lot of nuclear warheads at his disposal, a 
stacked fallout-shelter and still no concern for anyone’s life, for life itself. It’s a mind as far 
removed from us as can be. 

Trump at least appears to have a certain sense of self-preservation. Not very reliable, but still. We 
take it as almost natural that he’d want a second term for one particular reason besides others, 
namely to stay out of prison. 

Putin isn’t threatened by prison. If his world falls he’d probably face worse. And he has no concern 
for life. 


So no, I can’t share this certainty. But perhaps I misunderstood. Why do you say we should risk 
sending in NATO pilots (we’re still back at ‘close the skies!’)? 

‘Because those cities are being bombed, because. ..!’ 

Yes. Why do think we should deal with that by sending in NATO pilots? NATO pilots being killed 
by Russians, and NATO pilots killing Russians, that’s open conflict between NATO and Russia, that 
would probably trigger a nuclear war. 

“Yes, but at least it would stop...’ 

At least? At least? 

Pause for a moment. 

Just in case anyone might think such a conversation would be unlikely — or maybe you did pay 
attention and had your own experiences with all the things you can indeed hear from people. I 
assure you, this conversation took place. 

Unpause. 


The reason why everyone with relevant say within NATO did not send in pilots is for the same 
reason why NATO hasn’t done that in any of the proxy wars it’s been involved with since its 
establishment in 1949. Everybody knows it’s a game, often very deadly, but it’s one with the rules 
established. It’s one thing for either of the real players to shoot a missile into Syria. It’s another to 
do as much as shoot a single soldier of one of these real players’ army. An American or German or 
French soldier killing Russian troops, or a Russian soldier Killing an American, Polish or Latvian 
soldier, that’s an act of war between the real players. That might be the bullet that ends the world. 
And again, to no avail for Ukraine. The house would burn down with all apartments inside. 
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The turn-heads may seem extreme. Demanding first to send NATO planes, then later for NATO to 
stop being the bad guys as a parroting of Putin, those are opposites. Where they have been 
expressed by one and the same person it might be easier for me to get into Putin’s head. 

But what I found so particularly disconcerting in this and other conversations is that a meaning I’d 
thought was very clear is apparently not understood, let alone internalized. What exactly is unclear 
about the term End of the World? Perhaps you think that’s a euphemism, too? 


It wasn’t a euphemism for the ordinary people listening to Kennedy’s address, informing them 
about the nuclear build-up on Cuba, about the U.S. administration’s resolve, and about the 
quarantine. To be sure, there was a naivety involved with many, how one could survive a nuclear 
war, how you needed to prepare... But at least they prepared, however futile those preparations had 
been. At least they knew it was real. They had no doubts. They’d been living with this threat 
already. And would continue living with it. 

What’s changed? 


Are you not worried? 

‘Sure, but what can I do, I got to work, I have bills, things are getting more expensive, my salary’s 
not keeping up with that, and...’ 

The question was: aren’t you worried? 


It might still be helplessness for some. Driven to outright head burials in the sand. 

More problematic is the degree to which the possibility of thermonuclear war has become an 
abstract. And it has become an abstract because it seems the whole world is on its way to becoming 
an abstract. You can make borscht (or rather borsch) in numerous ways.” Some may combine all 
those ways, and all possible ingredients. 


Take our aeons-old preference of black & white over shades of grey or, indeed, colour, a world in 
which evil orcs are disfigured and noble elves are beautiful. In which things are simple, and you’re 
either right- or leftwing, either for or against us, in which my enemy’s enemy is my friend, in which 
there are ultimately only two factions, in which criticism or concern are betrayal. 

Cull debates for their meat, people prefer thumb-fit fast food. Grill apostates on the pyres of public 
condemnation. 

Add our tendency for intellectual laziness, for not doing our homework, and replace it with the 
already nicely chewed cud of foregone, though baseless conclusion made to sound catchy. Bind it 
with the word ‘condescending’ if someone dares to claim people who are allowed to operate 
vehicles and carry loaded guns should be capable of doing their own thinking. 

Chop Truth itself into bite-size solipsistic chunks to call them ‘your truth’ and ‘my truth’, once 
they’re well done you can proceed to calling them ‘alternative facts’. 

Choose the right dressing for questions, they’re meant to be rhetorical, all of them, those you ask 
and those you’re being asked. Goes well with the meat. 

Keep the meal young with information-block, a thing once learned must suffice, no need to spoil the 
dinner with the need for revision. 

And finally, to crown it all, sprinkle a defty ton of ideology over it all. 

And you’ll have a problem. 


There might be an additional element of palate-pleasing priming involved. Priming is a delicate 
issue, because it involves story-telling, and I’m all for stories. If you think about what could have 
been part of our prehistoric ancestors’ dreams and work your way back to us you’! probably 
conclude that those contents have changed with our means for telling stories. That implies that our 
very dreams would compare to theirs as cinematic, even using comparable techniques in editing, 
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angles and scoring. The same might go for our thinking, depending how much access your 
respective society has to books, radios, movie theatres, television and computers, or what is more 
prevalent. We compile ‘soundtracks of our lives’ (playlists), and just as the search for extraterrestrial 
life, be it microbial or larger, and its representation on the screens will have more people than not 
answer that, yes, one day there’|l be an encounter because we’re by now simply used to the idea 
(Hawking, Kaku and others aren’t solely responsible for many citizens expecting conflict, mainly 
it’s cinema’s need for drama and action that’1] have us battling them), the narratives of the very 
possible will be dealt with in that manner in general. Which is particularly telling when it’s about 
thermonuclear world war — whether it’s the narrative of reassurance told by a government or the 
idea a youngster might have of it as a Mad Max- or Fallout post-apocalyptic scenery.” We already 
know it from the movie. We already know it from the game. 


The main menu is comprised of those tendencies we already have. Anything used to beat it into 
shape is just the container, the fish & chips newspaper or lunch box, recycled already during use for 
heaping in the blame. ‘Damn social media!’ But social media is just platforms, it’s empty virtual 
space, what matters is what we’re filling them with, and while it’s true that owners and moderators 
will only try reluctantly if at all to preserve the bare minimum of civility, at times being among 
those violating it, and while it’s true that these platforms can be a means to exploit, to tempt and to 
ill-shape, as a tool they can always be used to better ends, and meanwhile the principal culprit is 
once again being left off the hook - the public. We. 

Do you really have to put everything into your mouth like a toddler, or won’t you first have a look 
at this menu? 


In the end it’s once again about adulthood, about whether you can differentiate, and how. And while 
the means of current concern are relatively new, and while as tools they’re powerful, nothing’s new 
about the principle. And we know how this works, and we now know how it works with those new 
media. If we can be primed, why not getting primed the right way? 

Because what parts of our culinary and alimentary anatomy are being targeted, to then react, are the 
primal regions. They’re not so much on the tongue, in the stomach and guts, and they’re not situated 
in the frontal lobe either. They sit in the reptile regions. If you want to infantilise the masses all you 
have to do is scale back this brain-venture thing a little, and all you need is words. And the simpler 
the words, the better. In other words, baby-talk. 


The impulse to turn the world around us into fiction, our fiction, even though it’s been here longer, 
isn’t new. To pick up someone else’s narrative courtesy a few somewhat convincing sounding 
sound-bites, even if those will fall apart with the lightest touch of scrutiny, isn’t new either. Nor is 
making everything infinitely worse by tying it all together with ideology, but, boy, have we become 
rabid at this. 


If you don’t quote accurately, you’ll falsify. If your understanding of evolution is ‘survival of the 
strongest’ (oh dear), you don’t have an understanding of it. If you don’t do your homework it’s 
worse than having an opinion based on inaccuracy — you don’t even have an opinion. Someone 
else’s cud is not an opinion. 
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To the ideologist it matters not. What matters is that it fits. And ideologies are unfailingly 
mentioned as existing differing ones, as if no quality could be applied. You just have one, period. 
That’s what every human being has. Apparently it’s one of those things about which you only have 
to insist it’s chiselled in stone somewhere. 

And it’s an impressively effective means to keep us young as toddlers, just as so many broadly 
accepted commonplace wisdoms are. 

Have you tried not to have an ideology? 

But..., how to orientate? How to value-judge? 

Which is precisely the consequential misconception. We’re all taught by teaching each other that 
everybody has an ideology, must have one. It’s a chip on your shoulder, not something to feel 
dubious about. 

What we really taught ourselves is to mistake ideology for a genuine set of values. It’s accepting 
what is almost the opposite for the thing. 

A genuine set of values is flexible. It’s personal, it’s subject to revision, it can change if we’re 
forced to re-evaluate our opinions, our convictions. It’s more amorphous because it’s a living, 
growing being, and as that it absolutely requires work, the work of fitting your thinking to the 
things you observe, and it’s work that’ll continue to the day on which you’ll die. 

An ideology is an acquired fixed setting. It’s distinguished by certainties. And as that the 
dominating bulk of the work remaining will increasingly be to fit what you observe into this 
thinking. 


Talking of a fertile setting for creating a fictitious world. 

It can be extremely frustrating, at times near impossible to get through to people who’re led by their 
respective ideology. It can be hard to penetrate the fiction that can no longer be distinguished. It can 
be hard to convey to people that those generations in the future are real, unless we prevent them. It 
can be hard to convey to people that they themselves are mortal. That there’s no guarantee for 
things to end well. That there is a worst, and that it can become reality. 


The detached, self-grandiose dictator finds his equal in the detached citizen. They compliment 
another. The make each other possible. The extreme of the nonchalant attitude towards 
thermonuclear world war is the clearest of all exhibits for this. The regime-kissing television pundit 
employing heated nuclear rhetoric is merely the conduit. Hell, it even works on those not living 
under the regime. If it happens, it happens. Seriously? Consider what’s at stake. Not just your own 
life, no offence, but who gives a shit. It’s not just about us. 


This danger has never left us. Not even after the official end of the cold war. The attention has 
waned. Enough for the tepid generations not to comprehend it even though war has returned to our 
borders. We look with half-closed eyes at the Doomsday Clock, currently set on 90 seconds to 
midnight.™ It’s not a gimmick. Don’t you dare getting used to this. 


A Dream 


I had this dream at the time when the calls for a so-called no-fly zone filled the streets, when people 
with no memory of the crises and close calls that could have prevented them from ever being born 
seemed open to inviting the risk of no one being born after them. It was a remarkable dream in that 
it was one of those rare, perfectly coherent dreams, one, clear story-line, focused on what it had to 
say, with next to nothing superfluous to distract, a dream as if it had been scripted. 
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I was walking in the ruins, in darkness. I might have been elevated, high up above the city. Black 
steel beams and charred debris, barely visible. 

I emerged in something like an auditorium, rather small, on the side just above the stage, as if in the 
box seat. The stage was evenly illuminated, as if by moonlight, though it couldn’t have been the 
moon. A half-circle, with two or three flat steps off into the auditorium. During the cause of what 
was to unfold more audience members would appear on the left, not many, silently, and without 
moving, feeling more than looking as if made of cardboard in the semi-darkness. 

A young, tall, pale and fragile looking woman was standing centre stage, long dark hair tied to a 
ponytail, wearing a simple but elegant black evening dress. She was holding a bow and violin. 
Before her on the floor was the violin case, open, as if she was busking. 

Just as I'd come in she started playing. The Marcello Adagio. Very simple. 

It was just her playing, in profile to me, the auditorium quietly filling with those two-dimensional 
audience members. 

She broke off mid-piece. Lowered her arms, and spoke. 

“Thank you.’ 

She squatted down, restored the violin and bow in the case, and closed the lid. From under a white 
handkerchief next to the case I hadn’t seen before she took a small revolver, erected herself, put the 
gun in her mouth and pulled the trigger. Behind her the most beautiful pattern extended, like spilled 
wine on a tablecloth. 

No one reacted. I didn’t react. 

A moment later I turned and went back the way whence I’d come. 

I thought, ‘I’ve just witnessed the end of music.’ 
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